CHAPTER

As Others See Us

s a partial outsider in college owing to my age, I found

myself drawn to other partial outsiders, and vice versa.

Those of us who in some way deviated from the norm
perceived something m common and ended up, I noted, seek-
ing one another out. Thus, the transfer student on my hall be-
came a friend; I was close, too, to the more withdrawn and
rural students at Previews, the lone African American student
in my freshman seminar, and the international students in my
dorms and classes.

My conversations with students from other countries were
often illuminating. As anthropologists have come to know, cul-
ture can be invisible to its natives—so taken for granted that it
seems unworthy of comment. Although I could view student
life with an outsider-professor’s eye, there was much about the
U.S. college scene that, in its familiarity, was invisible to me as
well. The more I spoke with international students, the more I
noticed familiar refrains that both educated me and reminded
me about my own U.S. and academic culture. After having
many such informal conversations with both international stu-
dents and teachers, I decided to add formal interviews of inter-
national students to my investigation of U.5. college life. In all,
I conducted thirteen formal interviews, as well as several infor-
mal conversations, which included perspectives from Somalia,
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England, Japan, Germany, China, Mexico, Spain, the United

Arab Emirates, India, Malaysia, France, and Korea. In this

chapter I share the comments made and stories told by interna-

tional students as they grappled to understand and to fit in at
AnyU.! Their struggles, surprises, and dilemmas pointed to

both mundane and profound revelations about U.S. students,
professors, and the college education system.

Getting to Know “American” Students

One of my earliest international contacts was with a young Jap-

anese woman, Toshi, who lived on my floor. During Welcome

Week, after we played volleyball together, I introduced myself
and began a casual conversation. When I saw her again at a
workshop, we eyed each other like long-lost friends, and she
introduced me to two Japanese friends accompanying her who
lived in other dorms. The four of us talked enjoyably for a
while, and it was clear that the three exchange students were
pleased to be engaged by an American student in this first
week of activities.? I told them that I'd like to make dinner for,
them, and departed intending to stop by Toshi’s room and ask
her to invite her two friends to a Friday night dinner at our
dorm. As I left, though, one of the women {whom I'll call
Chiho) asked me a brave question in slightly halting English:
“Excuse me but I don’t understand. How can we have dinner
together if you don’t have my phone number and I don’t have
yours?”

I saw her confusion. After exchanging telephone numbers
with all three women for assurance, I asked Chiho whether
people had invited her before without following up. “I think
so,” she responded “but I'm not sure. I have been here for two
months and I am still very confused by the customs. American
students are so friendly and so nice. They are so open about
wanting to get together, but they never take my phone number
and they never contact me again. When I see a woman I met

{wo days ago,

AS OTHERS SEE US 69

she does not seem to know me Or remember my
nLllmvi.inced at the truth of the friendly American Veneer.;Nme
lo meet you,” “Drop by,” “See you soon,” all soundedqill e au
thentic invitations for further contact. And yet the words were
without social substance. It was not just ]apanlese, c')r even non-
Western, students for whom deciphering fr15nd1mess was a
problem. One German student commeqted: Tl.iere /are somz
qurface things about American friendliness. L1kfe Hpr(v :Kd
you?” A girl asked me that one day when I s feeling sic {.k ;
| answered that I wasn’t too good but she !ust went on 11 Be t
had never said that. Maybe it's a sign of caring to say that.t. u
in Germany, ‘How are you? is the actual start of a conversation
 than just a hi/good-bye.” '
ra?/[eele:ing ;nd befriegnd'mg Americans i%’l more ’Fhanla tsu&e;i-
cial way presented challenges to many international s u)E denl.c
Even in class, students found it difficult. One Asian s Ei -
told me how, in her linguistics class, the teac}}er had t.o e
class that the native speakers should try to uchluc%re mter;la-
tional students in their groups for the study }:/)ro]ect. Butw eri
we formed the groups,” she recounted, noboFly eve? rzl
sponded or asked us to be in their groups, S0 the internation
students had to make their own group.’i here i
In some ways, their dilemma was like my own. e -
community in the American university, and how dogs I?Fethat
come a part of it? International student.s Jearned quic ynone
being a student, being a dorm mate, being a classmate— e
of it automatically qualifies you as a ’imember of the cornrtxl'l
nity,” that is, someone whom others will seek out for activi 1i:s.
T Korea,” one woman told me, if we all take class together
and our class ends at lunchtime, we wogld go out toget?er asa
group.” No such group outing was available as & way or nea*vlz
students to meet others in their classes. B.ecause %n Japan, cre "
ing a network of friends and contactsvl_s a major gurpff;ims
going to college, Midori found it surPrlsmg that U.S. s udens
“leave the classroom right after class is over. They come to C




70 MY FRESHMAN YEAR

tc.) get a grade, not to meet people or talk to people. They leav
zght away and don’t talk to other people. I don't get why stu
ateerll;irun out of class, packing up and running out immedi
M.any students expressed surprise at the dull reception the
received and the lack of interest they perceived from Americ.asz
students about their experiences and backgrounds. "Student.;f
don’t ask me anything about my life,” a Somali student
lamented. “Even my friends. .. they don’t ask me questions
abouthow | got here, or my life in other places.” A studlent from
the. United Arab Emirates observed: “Here everyone mindg
their own business. They’re not that hospitable. Like if some-
one from the U.S. came to the UAE, people would take them
ou't to eat and ask questions. It would be a long time before the |
paid for their own meal.” A Mexican student concurred: ”I’rz
lonely here. I don’t think an American coming to Mexico v-vouldb
have the same experience as I've had here. We’'re more social
rn(I)lre curious. We’d be talking to him and asking questions.” :
When 1 talk to thein,” one Japanese woman nolted with 'dis~
may about her American classmates, “they don't try to under-
stan.d what I say or keep up the conversation. They don't kee
talking, and I realize that they don’t want to take the trouble tg
ta%k with me,” She thought that maybe the problem had to do
with her thick accent. When I asked another Japanese student
what questions students had asked him about his country, he
answered: “Well, mostly nobody asks me anything a’t;out
Japan. Some Americans don’t care about other worlds. The
don’t ask questions, but those that do sometimes knovx; mor}ej
about Japan than 1 do.”
| Almost all international students discovered some individu-
als who were interested in their lives, but it was much more the
exception than the rule, and these tended to be U.S. students
who were well traveled or who had been exchange students
themselves. “What I miss most,” admitted one student, “is to
have someone to talk to, to feel that someone else is intérested
in you.” A Mexican student agreed: “I've met people who are
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\nterested in me, but for a lot of other peopleit’s. .. ‘whatever’!
My [car] mechanic is more interested in my life and my back-
pround than other students.”

1t was difficult, even for someone born in the United States,
lo see that the outward openness of both college and American
life was often coupled with a closed attachment to a small set of
relationships, many of them (as we saw in chapter 2) developed
early in college and focused on people of very similar back-
ground. International students were often forced into the same
structure, finding that despite their interest in forming friend-
ships with Americans, they seemed to end up in relationships
with other “foreigners.” In many ways the active international
programs, which ran socials and trips for its students, rein-
forced a pattern in which international students came in con-
tact mostly with other non—U.S.-born students.

It was interesting to me that, echoing the camaraderie I felt
with “others,” a number of international students indicated
that they found it easier to get to know U.S. minority students
than white students. One student told me, “They [minorities]
seem to be less gregarious than other Americans, in the sense
that they seem not to have as many friends and they are look-
ing [shyly] for people themselves.” In practice, despite the fact
that many students had come to the United States expressly for
the “international experience,” the majority fraternized with
other foreign students.

“T think I know how to meet Americans,” Beniko, a Japanese
student, told me, “because my boyfriend meets people and has
some American friends. It’s his interests.” Beniko explained to
me that Americans find relationships when they identify hob-
bies or elective interests in cOmMMON. She went on: “My
boyfriend likes playing the drums, and he plays them in the
dorms and people come into his room. They're like a friend
magnet. It’s the same with martial arts. He likes that, and other
boys do too, and they watch videos together, like Jackie Chan.
If you don’t have a hobby in this country, it’s harder to meet

people. 1 need to develop a hobby.”
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Relationships and Friendships

Both Midori and Reiko had been excited, if a little nervous, to
be assigned an American roommate. It was surprising to Reiko
that there was no formal introduction; roommates met, instead,
when they both happened to be in the room at the same time.
Midori had heard that many Americans were messy and loud,
but she knew that wasn'’t true across the board and hoped her
roommate would not fit the stereotype.

As it turned out, Midori’s roommate—neat and fairly quiet—
was different from her expectations, but she presented chal-
lenges on another level. She spent most days and nights at her
boyfriend’s apartment, returning only one or two days a week
to their room. And when she did, as Midori explained, her per-
sonal and spatial boundaries were sharp:

It bothers her if I change anything in the room, even
though she only came to the room one or two times a
week. She would say, “This is my window—don't open
it"—even if she is not there and I am very hot! “Don’t
change the heater setting.” T ask her, “Can I turn on the
light now?” “Can I put some food in your refrigerator?” It
had almost nothing in it. After a while, she just comes back
to the room and ignores me. She let me know that I am her
roommate and nothing more.

The separateness and individualism of the roommate rela-
tionship was something that Reiko encountered as well, albeit
without the hostility. Her roommate had also communicated
that they would be “roommates and nothing more,” but Reiko
came to appreciate the advantages of this arrangement:

Tlike the American system. My roommate is just my room-
mate. In [my country] I would be worrying and thinking
all the time about my roommate. If I want to go to dinner, I
feel I have to ask my roommate, “Have you eaten yet?
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Would you like to go to dinner?” I must ask her about her
classes and help her if she has a problem. Here I have a
roommate and I work separately. I don’t have to care about
her. It’s easier.

International students saw “individualism” and “indepen-
dence” as characteristic not only of roommate interactions but
of relations with family and friends as well. When Arturo was
asked about how AnyU students differed from those in his own
country, he responded: “There’s much more independence
here. At home, students live with their parents. Here families
aren’t that tied together. My roommates call their dads and
moms maybe once a week, and that’s it. It would be different if
they were Mexican.” Alicia, another Mexican student, thought
similarly that “Americans have a lot of independence. At eigh-
teen in Mexico, I can’t think of living by myself. Maybe it’s the
money, but we think united is better, for both family ties and
for expenses.”

For Peter from Germany, Nadif from Somalia, and Nigel
from England, the disconnection fromn family had repercus-
sions for social life with friends. Americans, they felt, sharply
distinguished their family from their friends and schoolmates;
more than one international student remarked about the dearth
of family photos on student doors, as if family didn’t exist at
school. International students generally saw family as more
naturally integrated into their social lives. “When you’re not
near your family,” Peter told me, “it’s hard to know where do I
invite people. No one here says, ‘Come on and meet my family.”
Here I have to invite people to come to a home with two other
people I don’t know. It’s strange.”

Nadif continued in a similar vein:

I have American friends, but I haven’t been to their houses.
I don’t know their parents or their brothers and sisters or
families. Back home, if I have a friend, everyone in their
family knows me and I know them. If I go over to visit
[friends] and they're not there, I still stay and talk with
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their family. Here friendship doesn’t involve families. I

don’t know where my friends live and who their families
are.

Nigel found the American system peculiar, much less similar
to his own culture than he had expected. “My friends come to
my house, and they just walk in. It’s like they’re friends not just
with me but with my family. You know, a lot of my friends’ par-
ents buy me Christmas presents.” He went on:

If I have a party—like at Christmas I had a big party—my
mum and dad, they’d just join in and drink with everyone
else and have a good time. My American friends would
think that’s daft. I have friends [at AnyU] who have all
grown up in the same city near one another. They
wouldn’t know how to have a conversation with anyone
else’s parents. They get their friends to come over when
their parents are out, like, “Hey, my parents are away,
come on over.” At home, it doesn’t make a difference
whether your parents are there or not.

For Alicia fromn Mexico, this was all evidence of American “in-
depe_zndence.” But “independence,” she argued, was one side of
a coin. The other side ”is that I'm not sure that they have real
friendships.”
. The_issue of real friendship was often more problematic in
mterwews than I had anticipated. I typically asked what I con-
sidered to be a straightforward question: “Do you have friends
who are American?”

“I'm not sure,” answered one Japanese girl. “My American
roommate might be a friend.”

“What makes you unsure?” I queried further.

Well, I like my roomumate,” she explained, “and sometimes
even I cook and we eat together at home, but since August [six
months earlier] we have gone out together three times. That’s
really not much, not what friends would do in my country, so I
don’t know.” J
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Another student responded to my question about friends
with one of his own. “What do you mean by ‘friend/ " he
asked, “my version or the American version?” A French student
responded quickly to my query about friends: “Sure 1 have
friends. It's so easy to meet people here, to make friends.” Then
she added: “Well, not really friends. That’s the thing. Friend-
ship is very surface-defined here. Tt is easy to get to know
people, but the friendship is superficial. We wouldn’t even call
it a friendship. In France, when you're someone’s friend, you're
their friend for life.” Their trouble answering my question
taught me something: There were recurring questions about
what constitutes friendship for Americans.

A prime difficulty in sorting out the concept centered on
judgments surrounding what one did for a friend. When Maria
made her first American “friends,” she expected that they
would be more active in helping her settle in her new home.

I was living in a new country and I needed help. Like with
setting up a bank account and doing the Jease. It was new
for me. And looking for a mechanic to fix my car. Or going
shopping—I didn’t know what to buy [for my room]. And
when I tell my friends that T had a hard day trying to figure
out all the things they say, “Oh, I'm so sorry for you.”

Maria found it unfathomable. “In Mexico, when someone is a
friend, then regardless of the situation, even if I would get in
trouble, I would help them. American people are always busy.
‘Oh, I like you s0 much,” they say. But then if I'm in trouble, it’s,
‘Oh, I"m so sorry for you.” ‘So sorry for you’ doesn’t help!”
Ceeta’s roommates seemed just the opposite. When she told
them that she was planning on buying a used car, they told her,
“Oh, you don’t need a car. We have two cars and one of us will
take you where you want to go.” But then after a while, she ex-

plained,

[ see how life is here. It's like I'm a little eight-year-old girl,
and I have to say. “Could someone please take me here?”
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“Could someone take me there?” So I don't ask much. One
day I said that I need a ride to school, and my roommate
says, “Fine, but you have to leave right now,” and now

isn't when I want to go. After a while, I saw that I needed
my own car.

Nigel told me: “I don’t understand the superficiality in
friendships here. Americans are much friendlier than the En-
glish, but then it doesn’t really go anywhere. As far as deep
friendships are concerned-—I know there are people who have
deep friendships, but it’s a lot harder to figure out who those

people will be.” T asked him, “What's so different about friend-

ship at home?”

I'think friends at home are closer. We're in touch every day,
for one thing. For another, when one person is doing some-,
thing, the others are supporting them. Here one of my
American friends graduated, and I went to the graduation
to support him. A lot of our other friends were here for
graduation, but they didn’t even 80 to watch him gradu-
ate, and they weren’t even doing anything. That upset me.
There’s a lot of incidents like that, It’s confusing.

“Confusing,” “funny,” “peculiar” were all words used to de-
scribe American social behavior. “Why do so many students eat
alone in their rooms rather than g0 out or cook together?”
”Why don’t any of the guys on my hall know how to cook any-
thm_g?” “Why does everyone here use computers [Instant Mes-
sa ging] to communicate with people who are down the hall or
in the same dorm?” “Why do young Americans talk so much
about relationships?”

The way that Americans socialized was also a prime subject
of comment. Two points stood out. First, Americans don't so-

c1alhlze as much, tending to spend more time alone, as this
British student explained:

Pfeople back home of my age socialize a lot more. On a free
night, you’d go out and meet friends and be doing some-
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thing together. You'd probably go out as a big group. In a
week of seven days, I'd probably go out two or three
nights. It’s all student-based and promoted. Here, in the
evenings, you walk down the hall and people are sitting in
their rooms playing video games and watching television.

The second thing consistently noticed by international stu-
dents is how Americans seem to separate socializing and party-
ing from the rest of their lives. “Social life in Japan,” explained
one student, “is different. It’s not like, “This is party time.” It's
more integrated with the rest of your day and your life.” A
l'rench student noted this same pattern, but with regard to
clothing. “We’ll be hanging out, and then we decide to go out.
The American girl in the group says, ‘I need to go home and
change.” I think, why? It's the same people. We're just going to
a different place now. We're not going to anyplace fancy. What
is so different now that you have to go change your clothes?”

For one British student as well, the American “party time”
mentality was perplexing:

I don’t understand this party thing in the U.S. When you
go out here, it’s get drunk or nothing. If people go out with
people and drink, they have to get drunk. If they don’t get
falling-down drunk, they think, “What’s the point of
doing it?” I find it difficult to understand. It's really a Eu-
ropean thing. You socialize, have a few drinks together,
and go home.

For many international students, then, there was more flow
between family and friends, school and home, and between ac-
adeinics and social life.

Classroom Life

In the classroom, most foreign students notice what U.S. adults,
if they have been away long from academia, would probably
notice too: there is an informality to the U.S. college classroom
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that some, including professors, would interpret as bordering

on disrespect. A Japanese student giggled as she told me: V'L

makes me laugh when I see how students come to class: shorts,
flip-flops . . . torn T-shirts. Some students come to class in paja-

mas!” A Middle Fastern student exclaimed: “You have so mucl
freedom here. You can step out of class in the middle of the

class! We could never do that.” For one Asian student, one 0
the surprises was how often students interrupt the professor i

the middle of a lecture to ask their own questions. This would
not be tolerated in his country. An African student shared his

thoughts: “There are certain things that surprise me about
American students. I look at how they drink and eat during
class. They put their feet up on the chairs. They pack up their

books at the end of class before the teacher has finished talk-
ing.” One European student noted, “We used to eat and drink
in class sometimes, but at least we hid it!”

Indeed, as any American college student knows, stepping
out of class or interrupting a lecture with questions is now
quite acceptable. Eating and drinking during class, sleeping
openly, packing up books before the teacher has finished talk-
ing have come to be standard behavior that most professors
will ignore.

For the most part, international students liked the American
classroom and American professors. U.S. professors were de-
scribed by different international students as “laid-back,”
“helpful,” “open,” “tolerant” (of scant clothing and sleeping in
class), “casual,” and “friendly.” Some, like the UAE and Somali
students, appreciated that “teachers are not as involved in your
lives—they don’t see where you live or try to force you to
study.” For others, including the Japanese and Korean stu-
dents, it was the interest in listening to students’ problems and
opinions and in helping students that was refreshing:

Teachers think helping students is their job. In Japan they
don’t think that way. I e-mailed my prof in Japan because 1
am doing an independent study and I asked her to send
me an article. She got mad at me and thought this was very
rude for me to ask her to do this.
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American professors are more opery, they give you their
phone numbers and some let you call them at home. ‘1.’011
can really talk to them outside of class and they are willing

to give you extra help.

Although American professors and the American classroom
ieceived high marks for openness and helpfglnef;s, tlhey re-
cvived mixed reviews on course content, including its rigor, or-
panization, and modes of evaluation. Although ‘one lnd%an stu-
dent appreciated that “profs tell me W‘thh points  to
concentrate on when 1 read; they sometimes give chapter sum-
maries so 1 know what to focus my attention on,” more t.han
one other mentioned the controlled way in which the American
college classroom is run. The student is given a small chunk of
reading and lecture to absorb, and then there is a test, usua.Hy
\hort-answer format. Then there is another chunk of reading
and a test. It is a system that one student described as “forced
study,” but one in which it’s generally fairly easy to master the
material and do well. .

Most international students were used to a less pre-digested
academic diet. Their course content was delivered by lecture,
and it was students’ responsibility to fully understand the con-
lent without the benefit of outlines, projected overhead notes,
and other aids, as in the American classroom. Their grades for
the semester would be based only on two long comprehensive
essay exams and sometimes a lengthy theme paper. The AFner-
ican approach—frequent small short—ansvxf'er tests Som(e.ﬂ.rne;
coupled with study guides and lecture outlines—was criticize
by different international students:

[It works but] in some ways . . . it’s like elementarly school
or grade school. The teacher tells you exactly which chap-
ters to study, and then you review just those chapters. The
advisers tell you the courses to take and approve your
schedule. Sometimes it’s annoying.

Students here have lots of exams, really small quizzes. Tl.1e
quizzes make you study. You learn a little bit for the quiz,
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then you learn a little bit different for the next quiz. But
people forget from week to week. Once the quiz is over,x;
they forget. . . . Really, I wonder at the end of the semester
what people remember when they leave.

I find it difficult to take the exams here seriously. You can
go into a multiple-choice exam without studying really
and still come out all right from things you remember from "
class, and a process of elimination. You could never go into
an exam back home knowing nothing. They're essay, and
you start from a blank page; you wouldn’t know what to
write. Knowing almost nothing there, you'd get a 20 per-
cent. Here you could pass the test!

Still some students appreciated the American grading syss
tem, with smaller, non-comprehensive exams and a syllabus,

serving almost as a contract that laid out exactly how tests, pa-

Asian student explained:

We don’t know what we're getting for a grade m [my
country]. We don’t have small quizzes, just one final exam
or sometimes two, and there’s no class participation. I had
a class that I thought I was doing well in but I got a C. Ex-
pectations are much clearer in the U.S. They are much
clearer about grading. It's easier to see results of a test or
paper and how it related to a grade in a course.

“Teaching in America is like a one-man show,” argued Eléne,
a French student, in the middle of our interview. “Teachers teli:
jokes; they do PowerPoint. There is audience participation.”
“I thought you just said that in France it was a one-man
show,” I followed up, “because the teacher basically just stood
up with a microphone and lectured.”
“Yeah, that’s true” Elene went on, “but it’s not entertainment.

It's a lecture. They’re not trying to interest and entertain the
students, and where I went to school we never rated the profes-

sors, like entertainers, with evaluations at the end of every
course.”
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Opinions of the U.S. system varied somewhat with a stu-
dent’s country of origin. While Mexican students found U.S.
professors and advisers a little formal, most international stu-

'~ Jents noted their easy informality. A Chinese student was alone

in mentioning that “the profs don’t seem to prepare as much.
Ihere is little in the way of class notes or handouts for the stu-
Jents.” And while the UAE and Somali students believed that
1S, students are more serious about school becatise it makes
more of a difference to your future,” for most international stu-
(ents, either the lack of rigor of American classes or the work
Attitudes of American students presented a different sort of sur-
prise.

“When I was in Japan, I heard how hard it was to go to uni-
versity in the U.S.,” said one student, “but now I'm here and I
wee that many students don’t do the work.”

“How do you know that?” Tasked.

She responded, “When I talk about an assignment, they say
they didn’t do it!” It's confusing, though, she admitted: “Stu-
dents in my class complain a lot about the time commitment
while, at the same time, they talk about the parties they go to
and the drinking. Somne students make the effort, but I see that
many others don’t do the work.”

Most European students agreed that US. classes were less
demanding. “My first two years of classes in this country,” said
filene, “were at the high school level. What a joke! Only at the
300 and 400 level am I seeing much better and harder material.”
A British student commented: “My involvement within my ac-
tual classes is a lot higher here, but as far as the content of
work, it’s actually a lot easier. I didn’t work neatly as hard as 1
could, and I got Bs and better in all of my classes.” According to
Li, Chinese students work harder and do more homework: “I
don’t think the American students work that hard. I did a
group project with an American student and I see he follows. I
organize. I suggest the books we should read because I want a
good grade. He just comes to meetings but doesn’t really pre-
pare. At the end, he thanks me for carrying the project.”

“Group work” was one of three points that were often re-
peated when I asked what if anything is different about the
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“academic approach” in the American classroom. I had nevi
really thought about it until I saw how many international s
dents noted the frequency of group projects and presentatio

telling you to get into groups; do a presentation. I've done so
many presentations while I've been here I can’t believe it. .
Many of them aren’t even marked—we just do them as an exer
cise. I think it’s a good thing, because people here get a lot more
confident about talking in front of others.”

“It’s funny,” I mused with Beniko, a Japanese student, ”thaij‘
in such an individual culture students do so much work in:
groups.”

“I think I understand why you can,” she answered. “It is be-
cause of your individualism. In Japan, we don’t and couIdn’t;
do much group work because we would consider each other
T00 MUCH, and the project would get very complicated because
of that.” Only American students, she suggested, would have -
the necessary boundaries and sense of their own preferences to
be able to negotiate the demands of a group project. |

Individualism and individual choice also figured into both of 3
the other mentioned themes. For Asian students in particulaz,
one formidable challenge of the American classroom was in the -
number of times people were asked to “say what they think.”
“Professors are always asking what you think of this and think
of that,” maintained one Japanese student. “It's great, but it’s
scary when you're not used to this. I don’t always know what I
think.”

One Korean woman remarked to me:

Everything here is: “What do you want?” “What do you
think?” “What do you like?” Even little children have pref-
erences and interests in this country. I hear parents in
restaurants. They ask a three-year-old child, “Do you want
French fries or potato chips?” Every little kid in this coun-
try can tell you, “I like green beans but not spinach, I like
vanilla but not chocolate, and my favorite color is blue.”
They’re used to thinking that way.

AS OTHERS SEE US 83
“Choice” abounds in the U.S. educational system in ways

{hat most American-born students are unaware of. “You can

" lake [courses] that interest you here,” affirmed one student. “If

" | like archaeology—good, I take it. But then I also like astron-
omy, so I take that.” A Japanese student explained that at home
she “can’t take a ceramics course just because I like it.” The
courses she takes are determined by her major and not subject
lo choice. In Europe, another student told me, “when we get
vlectives, we are able to choose from a very short list which
course from the list you will take. You get very few ‘open cred-
its’—what you call electives—where you can actually pick the
course, and it is usual for someone to take a course that is re-
lated to their major so it helps them with other courses.”

In their home countries, most international students could
not change their major, nor could they liberally choose classes
outside their major, nor could they double-major or double-
minor. Most could not drop courses after they were enrolled.
l'or some international students, even being able to pick one’s
major was a luxury. In countries that rely heavily on test scores
for entry into specific fields, one’s major often depends on
rankings on exams. A Japanese student reported: “Many
people in Japan pick majors they don’t want. My friend is
studying to be an English teacher, but she wants to be a dog
groomer. She picked her major based on her test results and
what she did well in.”

“There’s a lot of choice in your curriculum,” one Spanish stu-
dent maintained, “and even in the time you take classes. In
Spain, certain courses MUST be taken, and a class is given at one
time and that’s it.”

The same choice inherent in the curriculum was seen in the
extra-curriculum. “There are so many clubs to choose from
here—you can pick any interest and there will be a club for it!”
remarked an African student. “If you want to join a sport inmy

country,” said another, “we have one or two sports you can join
(soccer and cricket), but here you can choose from so many
different ones like climbing, snowboarding, basketball, soccer,
football—and so many more.”
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There were few detractors from the benefits of choice in tl
American system, but a couple of students pointed out ti
downside of having so much choice. One suggested: “Your syse
fem is much more complicated, and it’s much less specialized:
Because you take so many different kinds of courses, you an
spread thinner and have less focused knowledge in particulat
areas.” Another looked at the implications of students’ freedom
to drop a course at will: “People here can drop a class whenever
they want. If I don’t like it, I drop it. If I don’t like the teacher, |
drop it. If I'm not doing well, I drop it. In Spain, once you sign, L
you pay, and you can’t drop. I think it affects attitude.” |

Indeed, as one foreign—bom teacher confided, “I take time o
talk to my students who didn’t do well on an exam or who are
having trouble. I suggest that they set up an appointment with
me, and I tell them what skills they need to work on extra. The
minute [ do that, it has the opposite effect in your system. In-

stead of coming to my office, they drop the class. It’s really
quite surprising!”

Worldliness and Worldview

The single biggest complaint international students lodged
about U.S. students was, to put it bluntly, our ignorance. As in-
formants described it, by “ignorance” they meant the misinfor-
mation and lack of information that Americans have both about
other countries and about themselves. Although most interna-
tional students noted how little other students asked them
about their countries, almost all students had received ques-
tions that they found startling: “Is Japan in China?” “Do you
have a hole for a bathroom?” “Is it North Korea or South Korea
that has a dictator?” “Where exactly is India?” “Do you still
ride elephants?” “Do they dub American TV programs into
British?”

These are just a few of the questions American students actu-
ally asked of international students, While they no doubt came
from the less sophisticated among their classmates, it was clear
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~ lhat international students across the board felt that most

Americans—even their own friends—are woefully ignorant gf
the world scene. It is instructive to hear how students from ch:
verse countries discuss their perceptions of American students
views of themselves and the world.

japaN: Really, they don’t know very much ab<l)ut other
countries, but maybe its just because a country like Japan
is so far away. Japanese probably don’t know about the
Middle East. Sometimes, students keep asking about nin-
jas.

vuag: American students are nice, but they need to stop
being so ignorant about other countries and other cultures.
Americans need to look at the world around them, and
even the cultures around them in their own country.

MEx1Co: The U.S. is not the center of the world. [Ameri-
cans] don’t know anything about other countries. Many of
them don’t have an interest in learning about othe'r cul-
tures. The only things students ever ask me about in my
culture is food.

CHINA: Americans know very little about China or its cul-
ture. Most people think China is still very poor iand very
communist-controlled, with no freedom. There is a very
anticommunist feeling, and people know little about
today’s China, which is quite changing and different. N.ex:v
Zealanders know much more about China—perhaps it’s
their proximity. I think that older people here have more of
a sense of history, and that history, about the wars, about
the cold war, makes themn understand more abput the
world. Younger people seem to have no sense of history.

ENGLAND: People here know surprisingly little about En-
gland, and they assume a lot of things, somela true, some
not. People’s impressions of me when I say I'm from En-
gland is that I might drink tea off a silver tray, and rr}aybe
live in a castle, and use a red telephone box. That’s the
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honest truth. The questions that I’
Henable, ve been asked are unbe-

MaLAYsIA: [ tell people that I am Muslim, and they take for
granted that I'm an Arab. How can they not realize that not

all Muslims are Arabs when they h
ave many Musli
who are American? Y y Muslims here

GERMANY: American students are much more ignorant of
ther countries and cultures. I suppose it’s because it’s so
1F:vlg, and knowing about California for you is like us know-
ing about France. It’s a neighbor. The U.S. is Iess depen-
dent on other cultures, and maybe that’s why they neei’:l to
know less. Still, Americans come across as not interested in
other cultures, like they don’t really care about other coun-

tries. So they thi : ; )
blonds. ey think things like Swedish people are only

INDIA: Somebody asked me if we still ride on elephants
That really bothered me. If I say I'm Indian, they ask WhiCl‘;
zeservation? I say I'm from Bombay. “Where is Bomnbay?”
Some people don’t even know where India is. A friend ;Jf
mine and I tried to make these Americans see what it was
%1ke and we asked them where they’re from. They said Cal-
ifornia. And we said, Where was that?

FRANCE: People here don’t know where anything is. For
World War II, the teacher had to bring in a map to s;how
where Germany and England are—it was incredible! I read
somewhere a little research that said only 15 to 20 p;ercent
of Americans between the ages eighteen to twenty-five
could point out Iraq on a map. The country will go to war
but it doesn’t know where the country is! ’

Dgspite the critical consensus in these comments, it would b

unfair of me to represent international student perlspectives az
roundly negative. In general, students from outside the United
States warmly appreciated the American educational system as
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well as the spirit of the American college student. The criti-
¢isms that they did have, though, were pointed and focused.
Taken together, they amounted to nothing less than a theory of
the relationship among ignorance, intolerance, and ethnocen-
(rism in this country, one that international eyes saw bordering
on profound self-delusion. When 1 asked the linked questions,
“What would you want American students to see about them-
selves?” and “What advice would you give them?” one Ger-
man student stated succinctly what many students commurni-
cated to me at greater length: “ Americans seem to think they
have the perfect place to live, the best country, the best city. I
hear that all the time. T used to think you just got that from
politicians, but now I see it's from regular people too. The pa-
triotism thing here really bothers me.”

It is sobering to hear these words from a German student,
whose country’s historical experience in the 1930s and 1940s
taught him the dangers of hypernationalism. To his fellow U.S.
students he offered this recommendation: “T'd give them ad-
vice to live elsewhere. They should recognize that the way of
living in the U.S. is fine, but it isn’t necessarily the best way for
everyorne. I don’t like to evaluate, and I'd like that applied to
me. Be more informed. Information Jeads to tolerance.”

It bothered a Chinese student who read in an article that
American students don’t want to study a foreign language be-
cause they believe that the world language will be English. “I
think they need to learn about the world, to learn a foreign lan-
guage,” he urged. It bothered a British student, who lamented
how much of world music American students seem to miss.
“Eyerything here {on his corridor] is either black gangster rap
or punk rock, and that's basically it. They don’t want to hear
other music—contemporary music from around the world.”

The connection between lack of information and intolerance
translated occasionally into personal stories of frustration, hit-
ting home in the lives of some students. “I wish they {his hall
mates] were accepting of more different music,” said an Indian
student. “I play my own music. I play it loud just like they do—
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Arabic and Punjabi and other stuff—and they complain to thi
RAs. But it’s my right to play that too. Why don’t they undee:
stand that?”

“They don’t accept other cultures,” speculated one Japanes¢
student.

Once I was eating the food I had made—Japanese noo-
dles—and we Japanese eat noodles with a noise. Some-
body else in the kitchen area looked at me funny. She
asked, “Why are you making so much noise?” I told her
that’s the way Japanese eat their noodles, and I can see by
her face that she is disapproving. 1t hurt me to see that.
Some Americans don’t care about other worlds.

One key toward creating a more positive cycle of informa-
tion, self-awareness, and tolerance was for many the university
and university education itself. Learn a foreign language and
study overseas, many recommended for individual students.
Use your education to expand your purview beyond your own
country. For the university, other students recommended a
greater emphasis on self-awareness, including a more critical
eye directed to our own institutions and history.

For one Chinese student, the need to be more reflective about
the media representation of news and issues was critical:
“Media coverage has a very great influence here. In China, it
has less influence because everyone knows it's propaganda.
Here it is not seen that way because there is a free press. But it’s
curious.” In American newspaper articles and TV news, “the
individual facts are true often, but the whole is not sometimes.
I can see how Americans need to question the way stories are
being represented to them.”

A French student beseeched us to examine our own educa-
tional system:

Americans teach like the only important thing is America.
There is no required history course in college. The history
course | took on Western civ. at AnyU was middle-school
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- i biased. I mean they taught how, in
level, and it was very s world,

i d France an
World War I, America save , t
how they were so great. The courses don’t consider what

Americans have done wrong. All the current events herg 1’s
news about America and what America is doing. If it’s

about another country, it’s about what America is doing

there. There’s nothing about other countries and their his-

tories and problems. [In France] we had lots of hlstgryba;i
geography courses, starting very younsg. 1 1ear.ned at u
France, but then we lad to take a course In UsS. in u§ Tl |
ization, in China, Russia, Japan, too. We got the lrlglstor);
and geography of the world, so we could see how kranc

now fits into the bigger picture.

. . . I-
For the international students I interviewed, lAIn'e?:;l:arlrciﬂ

lege culture is a world of engagement, choice, 1nd1v'1 ualis Cé

and independence, but it is also one of cross-cultural ignoran

ind self-delusion that cries out for remediation. It was a Somali

i “ America”: “You
; mmed up all of their hopes for ; :
Kl P tunities. I wish America

' or
have so much here, and so many Opp C
would ask more what this country can do to make the world a

better place.”



